human rights is a language that has legitimacy among many individuals and governments, the appeal to human rights agreements and international norms can fortify women's organizing.
However, realization of the potential we viewed in Beijing requires vigorous leadership and a willingness to engage in open and often difficult political dialogue across many differences that tend to divide women. It also demands that women become politically active in local communities, in national political contests, and in international debates in the effort to reshape the terms of debate for the twenty-first century. The Beijing Platform for Action can be a vital tool in this process as it provides an affirmation of women's rights as human rights and outlines many of the actions necessary to realize women's empowerment. But how far the Platform and the concept of women's human rights will take women depends on whether women are able to use them to further their efforts to influence policy and action at all levels from the global to the local. In addition, my remarks here are based on two interrelated factors: the experience of being African and teaching about Africa from the West for fifteen years, and the experience of being in and teaching in Africa (Ghana) for the past fifteen months. The experience of being in Ghana has forced me to look at myself as a feminist teacher, and at the very practice of teaching, from yet another perspective. And before I go on to the subject of teaching, let me first discuss the conditions under which I have taught.
On Cultures of Communication
I have learned this year how very privileged I have been in my teaching career, on two counts, one general, the other specific. On the general level, my primary teaching experience being in the United States-where colleges open on time, stay open, and graduate their students in an orderly fashion, where I have access to free books simply because I am teaching human rights is a language that has legitimacy among many individuals and governments, the appeal to human rights agreements and international norms can fortify women's organizing.
However, realization of the potential we viewed in Beijing requires vigorous leadership and a willingness to engage in open and often difficult political dialogue across many differences that tend to divide women. It also demands that women become politically active in local communities, in national political contests, and in international debates in the effort to reshape the terms of debate for the twenty-first century. The Beijing Platform for Action can be a vital tool in this process as it provides an affirmation of women's rights as human rights and outlines many of the actions necessary to realize women's empowerment. But how far the Platform and the concept of women's human rights will take women depends on whether women are able to use them to further their efforts to influence policy and action at all levels from the global to the local. It is not like this everywhere! Most of the time that I was on leave in Ghana, I was trying to teach at two different universities two hours apart, because of the overburdened, understaffed nature of their faculties. This, when we were not on strike. An eight-month removal of services on the part of the faculty, to get improved pay and working conditions and to structure a plan for benefits and pension, was met with hostility and the threat of violent action on the part of the Ministry of Education. It was a very tense year in Ghana. A few months prior to the Beijing conference the government, which despite the illusions of the West has not transformed itself into a democratic body, had encouraged its supporters to attack a group of peaceful marchers protesting economic hardships, killing five.
Those hardships affect the universities as much as the society at large. The unavailability of basic teaching materials, such as books and paper, is endemic throughout the educational system, and universities are no exception. My colleagues in Ghana are accustomed to planning courses based on the assumption that their students will not have, or even have access to, the materials they need. Campus bookstores do not have the foreign exchange or purchasing power to buy texts. The libraries are understocked, with no resources to subscribe to current journals or buy new books. The faculties have almost no working telephones, and the very scarce photocopying and fax machines seldom work. The list could continue. The miracle is that the universities produce students of the caliber they do, against all these odds.
Ghana has a reputation of being advanced in terms of the status of women (Ghanaian market women have attained legendary status in All this is to reiterate that, despite all our struggles, women's studies and women's movements have not institutionally transformed the societies in which we live into safe places for women. In some cases the heightened attention to women's issues could be said to have worsened conditions; a case in point is that it is the girl child who in today's world is increasingly becoming an endangered species.
The wider societal and political problems affect and sometimes rule women's lives in various ways inside and outside the academy. For me, looking toward the twenty-first century, the first considerations for radical change must be global economic ones. The experience of Beijing has emphasized to me the reality of the vastly inequitable and iniquitous distribution of wealth between the West and the rest of the world. This is the first barrier that must be overcome if women of Africa and the rest of the Third World are to take our places in the global world economy and in the global classroom and the front line that is the women's studies community. Without that we will continue to be institutionally and effectually marginal. We are courageous actors on our own stages, within our own The question of the language of the UN was not exclusively an "African" question. Those of us who were at both the NGO Forum in Huairou and at the UN conference in Beijing could not help but notice the radical difference between language use and speaking at the two different sites. In Huairou there were all kinds of speaking situations, and all kinds of languages used, and even in the most structured plenaries there was room for informality and personal witness or testimony. The whole range of human communication was explored, from art and dance to demonstrations. In Beijing the setting was rigid and formal. The most informal sessions were the caucuses, because they were composed of the representatives of groups attending the Forum in Huairou. But even then, the larger the caucus, the more formal it got. The NGO briefings, though informal for Beijing, were more managed and structured than most activities in Huairou. And nothing but the Platform for Action was spoken of-the implications of its terms and the technicalities of strategies for getting it passed in a form that could be agreed on. Nothing else mattered.
Certain things had been decided before we got there. Any sentence or part of a sentence not enclosed in square brackets was already approved as part of the Platform and was not up for discussion. Thus the only thing that mattered on any given day was which clause was being discussed that day and which part of it was in brackets. Once that was established, what we needed to know was what was at stake in the terms under dispute, what alternative language had been suggested, and how to critique or defend the alternate versions. Our only function was to know which delegations were strongly in favor of or against the language we were invested in promoting, ignore them, and go and find the fence-sitters to get them to commit their vote. This was not an easy task, but nothing else mattered. Yesterday's clause did not matter. Tomorrow's clause did not matter. The only relevant issue was what was enclosed in brackets TODAY and who was going to vote which way.
This was not an easy task. It required a great deal of specific kinds of knowledge. For example, the issue of child brides involved a great deal of knowledge as well as understanding about how different cultures conceived of not only the term bride but also the term child. To some NGOs Autumn 1996 SIGNS 207 and delegations this was a clear case of unethical, and gendered, exploitation, on which all sincere feminists and all governments of integrity should take a stand. To others it meant opinionated cultural terrorists were once again, without knowledge or respect, interfering in and making judgments about a precious social institution on which whole systems of exchange-familial, educational, social, economic-were delicately balanced. The sometimes confusing debate between equity and equality required a knowledge of not only what these terms meant to the delegations in conflict and the conflicting uses to which they were being put but also the history of those particular words in other UN documents and protocols upon which this Platform was building. Then it required a knowledge of the voting patterns of each of the delegations to understand where they stood and, then, of the delegations whom it was important to lobby, a knowledge of who was in their delegations, where they could be found, and even whether and when they would have an opportunity to address the assembly. For not just anyone could speak. The people permitted to address the assembly were known and selected in advance and given a brief moment to make an intervention on their issue of choice. We were a world away from Huairou.
On my first day at the UN conference, I went to the caucus on the girl child, and it was my experience there that triggered this meditation. Including sections on the girl child as a part of the Platform arose out of issues inspired, motivated, and driven by women from the Third World, especially African women and those from the Subcontinent. But who was running the first caucus on this issue? Europeans and Americans. It was frightening. With all due respect, all of us need all the sisterly support we can get, but I had to sit down and ponder how something that is primarily our issue ended up under the control of women from the West. I had to acknowledge that much had to do with logistics and communications. By the time we were arriving in Beijing, that Platform was being finalized in New York. The women who had worked on this at the ground level could not possibly be there. A handful of them had been able to afford to come to New York in March but could not stay. And even if those in New York had had the inclination or the time to follow up at every level, for example, on what was the position of the NGOs from Ghana, they could not have done so because the telephones were not working. I am using Ghana as an example, but circumstances there are not particularly extraordinary. In fact, they are better there than in other regions in West Africa, for Ghana is not, for instance, a war zone. However, despite this, the infrastructure in the capital city of Accra is weak. There is a sense in which the communication gap between the NGOs and the UN was viscerally repeated in delegation after delegation, within the African countries, this time between the official delegations and the NGOs from their region. For many NGO delegates, just the logistics of getting to Beijing were a nightmare. In Ghana, there was an additional issue to deal with. The Thirty-First December Women's Movement, an umbrella organization for all women's NGOs in Ghana, decreed that all applications for Beijing had to go through them. This seems a fairly innocent request until one takes seriously the fact that, having been established by its president, who is also the First Lady, the organization operates more as if it were the women's wing of the ruling governmental party rather than an independent NGO. The injunction about Beijing applications had very serious consequences, as in the case of Hawa Yakubu, an independent parliamentarian who had been requested to attend the Beijing conference by an international association of democratic parliamentarians. Though the papers for the government representatives were processed, the Movement somehow neglected hers; as a result, she never got to Beijing. People not in the government's favor got to Beijing through "back doors." Some, as was my case, were sponsored in part by their universities, and others, by the foreign organizations in Ghana that legitimately employed them, such as CUSO.
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Guy-Sheftall and Sanders MULTICULTURAL FUTURE Guy-Sheftall and Sanders MULTICULTURAL FUTURE Thus, the last point I wish to stress is the need to overcome political barriers that personalize all kinds of issues and prevent progress. It was painful that at a critical moment such as Beijing, some women who had done the work through the NGOs from West Africa had little impact on the final Platform, their wealth of knowledge and experience not tapped, because they were politically out of favor with their governments.
There are many different kinds of wealth, and our lack of fiscal health, which affects the materiality of our means of communication, should not also disease our modes of communication. In the absence of international electronic communication, we can, and must, still network and act, locally and globally, in more effective ways than we do now. We need, each of us, to challenge all barriers, to unite in strength and fight for our causes as women. In 1994, Guy-Sheftall completed a report for the Ford Foundation, which was released in time for the women's conference in Beijing.' It is a retrospective on the interdisciplinary field of women's studies since its inception in 1969 to the present, where now more than seven hundred programs exist throughout the United States. A major recommendation Thus, the last point I wish to stress is the need to overcome political barriers that personalize all kinds of issues and prevent progress. It was painful that at a critical moment such as Beijing, some women who had done the work through the NGOs from West Africa had little impact on the final Platform, their wealth of knowledge and experience not tapped, because they were politically out of favor with their governments.
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